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Research puzzle 
The aim for this literature review is to introduce the reader to the theoretical background behind the 
research puzzle, “A critical analysis of the securitization of ISIL in the discourse of the British 
political elite”. The research is based on the Copenhagen School theory (CPS) when it is going 
beyond the traditional militarised approach and acknowledge a much more multi-dimensional view 
on both threats and security, which traditional approaches within IR lack the ability to do. 
Therefore, we assume this as a sufficient theory for examining securitization of ISIL1 by the British 
political elite. The reason for choosing this topic relates to how we might use the reactions from the 
UK, concerning this new threat as supplementary contributions to the understanding of security. 
A new world order 
In the recent decade, non-state actors (NSA) have been an emerging phenomena. This challenge the 
traditional Westphalian perception of the world order where conflicts were a matter between states 
(Newman, 2002:2). The role of the media, flow of information, and the way global politics are 
being practiced, gives the international society reasons for taking NSAs into consideration (Wallace 
et al. 2001:1). The core of NSAs is difficult to define because of the independence from 
governmental funding and control (Jakobi et al. 2013:4). The globalisation has increased the NSA’s 
ability to link different actors together and bypass governments. By adding transnational to the 
concept of NSA, a new aspect has to be taken into account. The actors are now both independent 
from the state and are practicing their actions regardless of borders (Wallace et al. 2001:235).  One 
prominent non-state transnational actors (NSTA) of this decade is the organisation ISIL. Their aim 
is to create a Sunni Muslim caliphate2, ruled by Sunni Muslims3 based on the Quran4 and the 
Shariah Law5 (DIIS Seminar, 2014). ISIL has managed to attract supporters from Muslim 
dominated areas, but also from non-Muslim countries. Their ability to attract members from diverse 
countries and their way of trying to achieve their goals, create a great reason for the world society to 
consider them as a serious threat. One of the countries directly affected by ISIL is the UK. The 
incidents where ISIL beheaded two British citizens triggered the UK to consider the threat from 
ISIL as a national security matter (BBC News 2014). This action is one of the reasons why our 
focus will be on the UK.  
 
 
                                                1	  Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant	  
2 Caliphate:  Muslim political-religious state 
3 Sunni Muslims: one of two major groups in Islam 
4 Quran: sacred scripture of Islam 
5 Shariah Law: Fundamental religious concept of Islam 
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Security in the UK 
Since the traditional security threat has shifted, the need for greater attention concerning national 
security has increased. The UK’s Prime Minister David Cameron established in 2010, the Security 
Council (UK Government 2010). The purpose was to create an instance that would lead to a better 
coordination of the efforts relating to the security threats facing the UK. By examining the UK’s 
National Security Strategy from 2010, it is evident that international terrorism is one of the main 
threats towards national security. This threat is among other things stemming from those who have 
been travelling to other countries to train or fight in fragile states and later return to the UK with the 
ability to conduct attacks (National Security Strategy, 2010:14). The threat can then be located 
within the state of the UK. UK’s EU membership includes them as a part of an integration project 
with the rest of the region (Saurugger 2014:16). This forces us to consider how their role as a 
member state of the EU affects their security policy (ibid. 129). 
Intergovernmentalism 
When UK’s security is being investigated, the EU6 has to be considered. Since UK, as a member 
state, is interlinked with the rest of the EU. Therefore, when analysing the UKs security policy, it is 
important to consider the way it is shaped and affected by the EU policy. However, The UK looks 
towards their domestic politics and national when handling the threat from ISIL (Saurugger, 2014: 
109). This is because the UK does not think EU has a sufficient and integrated Common foreign 
and security policy and is thereby not able to protect its member states (Cini, 2013:240). By seeing 
this in an intergovernmentalist perspective, one can consider the member states as rational actors 
(Saurugger, 2014:55). As rational actors, they refuse full integration of these matters to sustain their 
sovereignty as a state and weaken the common foreign and security policy in the EU (Cini, 
2013:74). Due to the UK’s membership in the EU we find the CPS as applicable because it consider 
UK’s relations with the EU through the security complex (cf. Copenhagen School) and the 
consideration of regional integration. It helps us understand complex issues concerning 
securitization of NSTAs where traditional approaches lack sufficient means for understanding.   
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
6 EU: Regional cooperation comprising 28 European countries 	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Copenhagen School 
In the 1990’s, a constructivist approach was introduced to the field of security studies namely the 
“Copenhagen School”. The core book was contributed in 1998, “Security: a new framework for 
analysis” (Buzan et. al. 1998) where the aim was, to set up a new framework for how to analyse 
security. This book, together with the article, “Securitization and Desecuritization” (1998) by 
Wæver will be the main sources in terms of outlining the theory. 
Securitization, desecuritization and the speech act 
In order to understand whether something can be considered as being a security issue or not, one 
must explain the difference between security and insecurity. These shall not be seen as each other’s 
binary oppositions. Security is the situation where a security problem exists, and there is a political 
response. Insecurity is, however, when a security problem arises, but no measures are taken in 
response. The security problem does then exist in both cases and therefore issues without a security 
problem shall then not have the label security. For addressing an issue as a security problem, the 
elite must declare it to be as such. When doing this, a speech act occurs. It is a process where the 
elites are addressing an issue and thereby attempting to move it into a special area. The attempt can 
on the one hand be successful, and the issue will be securitized. It refers to a situation where a 
specific issue are given the emphasis, of being a political issue that needs special emphasis. This 
will make it possible for the state to take measures that are out of the ordinary in order to handle the 
problem (Wæver, 1998:44-45). The speech act can also fail. It is not enough for the state authorities 
to just mention that it is a security issue, it requires more than that, since it also depends on how the 
issue is designated and the substantiality of the audience (Buzan et. al. 1998:27). The elite can also 
desecuritize an issue. This also entails the speech act, but the idea is here, to legitimise that an issue 
is not a security problem and it will not require attention above politics (ibid. 24). The elite do not 
decide whether it is a security problem or not but they do decide if they wants to address it and how. 
      
Sectors 
Different areas have been included in the theory and this division are named sectors. Sectors cannot 
be seen as separate in the “real world”, but according to the analytical purpose, the differences lay 
in the specific type of interaction and the different inquires the sectors are having (Buzan et. al. 
1998:7-8). However, due to the focus the project is having, the emphasis will be put on the societal 
and political sector. There are 5 main sectors, which are as follows: The military sector, regarding 
government being able to protect their territory. The environmental sector is regarding the planetary 
biosphere and human activity relations. The economic sector is about trade, finance and production 
relations (ibid. 7,50). The political sector is regarding ‘relationships of authority’. It consist of cases 
where the sovereignty of the states is threatened, despite the fact that the military sector does 
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address this problem, the political sector still differs in the way that it will handle threats that are 
non-military (ibid. 7,141). The societal sector is about collective identity relations and defined by 
the idea of a social group. What identifies them as a group and what can be seen as the relationship 
between social groups where the organizing concept is identity (ibid. 119). The societal security is 
being threatened when the idea about the “we identity” is menaced. 
 
Level of analysis 
The unit level can entail much more than the state. The levels are defined as the place where 
something has taken place, namely ‘ontological referents’ thereby these provides one with a 
framework within which it is possible to theorize.  The levels generally consist of 5 units: The 
international unit refers to the entire planet. The international-subsystem encompass group of units 
that exist in the international system - for instance the EU. Units refer to actors that consist of 
various subgroups, such as nations and states. Subunits refer to organized groups consisting of 
individuals, who have the possibility to affect or to try to affect a unit behaviour, for instance 
lobbies. Finally, there is the level that considers the individual (Buzan et. al. 1998:5-7). When using 
the level of analysis, one needs to consider, what level the analysis will be concerning. E.g. our 
research examines the discourse of the British political elite, and therefore we will make the 
analysis on the international-subsystem level. Furthermore, due to the UK being a member of the 
EU it is important to mention regional security complexes, which is defined as being complexes that 
are grouped into regions that are shaped after geographical conditions. The different actors within 
the region are dependent on each other in terms of for instance security. Therefore it is hard to make 
a distinction and thereby analyse a national security problem apart from the regions and its other 
members (ibid. 12). The security complex can thus be perceived as being representative for a 
system like the European Union. 
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Mapping the theoretical gap 
In this section, one will address the gaps within the theory of the CPS. The prominent critics, is as 
follows: McSweeney, who contributes with a sociological view. Wilkinson and Vouri discuss 
whether or not the theory is applicable outside western countries. Hansen critics the absence of the 
gender and Lausten and Wæver are mapping the gap of religion. Finally Stritzel addresses issues 
concerning the theory and it’s applicability. 
A sociological debate 
In order to understand the sociological debate between McSweeney and the CPS, it is necessary to 
outline Durkheim’s view on society7.  
The CPS claimed for having a “nearpositivistic” view on society when the approach entails that 
individuals do not choose their identity, but they recognize and belong to it. This is problematic, 
since this view does not consider the moral choices that are an important aspect of the identity 
formation process (McSweeney, 1996:89). Cf. theoretical framework, society is to establish a new 
theoretical conception of identity security, which can interoperable with traditional security theory. 
Within the societal sector, identity is an already established fact because of the aim to study the 
politics around it. If studying only the identity formation process, it will never result in an 
established fact and the politics around it can therefore not be studied (Buzan et. al. 1997:242-243). 
However McSweeney states that, it is impossible to say that identity leaves a mark that can 
contribute to a common collective identity, since firstly an identity is an on going process that does 
not have an ending point. Secondly, it is a choice to belong to and identify with the collective 
identity (McSweeney, 1998:137-138). The issue is here, due to a methodological question, a choice 
of either collectivistic sociological approach or an individualistic one. In other words, whether the 
society is before the individual or if the individual is before the society (Gyldendal, 2008:218). The 
role of identity have been misunderstood by the critics. The purpose of the theory does not include 
evaluation of which identities are authentic. Furthermore, the action of securitization is a political 
choice, which entails that a security problem cannot be assessed alone on observations and 
evaluations (Buzan et. al. 1997:245-246). McSweeney claimed that this was a necessity and 
something that was not clarified (McSweeney, 1996:84) To sum up, one can say that the debate is 
concerning, which sociological position one is holding. In this case, if it is the individualistic or 
collectivistic approach and whether or not the position can contribute to a thorough security 
analysis. 
 
 
                                                7	  Émile Durkheim, values, norms and ideas that exist in the respective society are an objective reality independent from 
individuals. This is due to the fact that even though norms and ideas are a human creation they will still exist before the 
individual is born, and after the individual is dead (Gyldendal, 2008:108).	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Westphalian Straitjacket 
It has been discussed to what extent the CPS is applicable to non-western countries. This stems 
from the theory, being criticised for having a Westphalian Straitjacket8 within the theory. It refers to 
an assumption made about how relationships are between the social groups (Wilkinson, 2007:10-
11). E.g. the freedom of speech is present in western countries, but not in all non-western countries. 
This entails that it is not always possible to address the security problem by means of the speech 
act. (Wilkinson, 2007:12). The western norms have been taken for granted, but however, these are 
not necessarily present in non-western countries. Therefore, what must be questioned is whether the 
‘referent objects’ used in the CPS can contain different normative interpretation than that of the 
western, and thereby be representative for other countries (ibid. 10-11). A counter argument for this 
is, that wherever the securitization have taken place, the government needs to legitimise their 
actions and make the public believe that it is necessary to use all means in the fight of the 
securitized issue. This will if successful, allow the state to handle the problem beyond the 
democratic legislation process. However, despite the authoritarian regimes not being build on 
participatory politics, the elite will in some cases need the publics ‘permission’. This is needed 
since the government will otherwise risk facing consequences in forms of for instance riot, if it has 
not been successful in legitimizing the taken actions (Vouri, 2008:68-70). According to this 
argument, the process of securitization is more or less the same in the different countries and the 
speech act, can be used as a tool by the leaders to get this in democratic countries as well as in for 
instance authoritarian regimes. 
Gender issues and the absent processes in speech act   
Hansen criticizes the CPS neglect of the gender aspect (Hansen, 2000:285). By examining the case of 
honour killings of females in Pakistan, she addresses the importance to consider that some threats are 
based on gender. Furthermore, Hansen is questioning the CPS neglect of individuals not able to plead a 
cause. Gender and the freedom of speech hang closely together in some societies and in some cases, 
such as females’ disability to express themselves. Personal statements can also become an activator of 
new threats. E.g. when females express their fear from something and receive new threats to stay silent. 
She also addresses the lack of including how silence as an opposition to speech act might be a tool for 
powerful statements (ibid. 287). 
Another aspect of the CPS being criticized is the structure of the conceptual framework. It is argued that 
it should be reconstructed in order to make it more systematic and easier to understand. Additionally, 
the CPS is being accused of relying too much on the speech act itself. A single speech act does not 
explain the entire social process of a securitization alone, which makes it difficult to use the theory in 
                                                
8 The Westphalian straitjacket is referring to the general assumption in international relation studies that the model 
that came to exist in Europe in 1600 is universal in explaining the international system both in time and place. 
(Wilkinson, 2007:5-7) 	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explaining matters of securitization in real life. He also questions the relationship and conceptualization 
of the actors in a speech act. Empirically, it can be difficult to define the audience (Stritzel 2007:357). 
Considering these aspects, will according to Stritzel, make the theory more comprehensive. 
 
Developing a new sector 
The side effect of the globalization, “revenge of God”, must be taken into account when examining the 
field of security. On this basis a new sector has been developed - the religious sector. This is due to the 
superficiality the societal sector covers religion, namely as community and identity (Lausten et. al. 
2000:709). When religion contains more, a sector must be developed. Within this, the referent object is 
faith and being as the criteria of survival. The faith in itself can be threatened from the outside by e.g. 
hindrance the practice of it. When the faith is threatened, one’s identity as being before God will be 
threatened because the practise of the faith precedes the being. Religious conflicts in international 
politics can be divided into three main categories. Due to the focus of the project, only one of them will 
be considered, namely the case where a religious groups is perceived as being a threat to the survival of 
the state (ibid. 719-720). In this perspective ISIL can be considered as being the religious group and UK 
the state. Due to the importance of religion in the international society, one must consider the religious 
sector as a comprehensive contribution. 
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Our position 
According to the section above, one must consider the CPS in the light of the critique. In this paragraph 
we will take a theoretical position and sum up why we either reject or acknowledge the critiques.    
One contribution we will consider is the inclusion of a religious sector and the role of religion in 
international politics. Why the project regarding the threat stemming from ISIL, which is a NSTA that 
are acting from a religious base this is considered as relevant. Furthermore, both Stritzel and Vouri 
agree on putting more emphasis on the complexity of the speech act and the need for a sequential 
perspective to explain the whole process. Stritzel addresses the lack of a thorough analysis of the 
process leading up to the speech act. This aspect will be considers, when studying securitization of ISIL 
in the discourse of the British political elite. 
Considering the critique, which will not be taken into account, one must focus on the research puzzle. 
Due to this, one will not be facing conflicting assumptions according to the Westphalian Straitjacket, 
when the puzzle relates to Britain. In the case of McSweeney we acknowledge the collectivistic 
approach taken by the CPS, when studying the politics around the identity. And last, because gender is 
not addressed as an aspect when considering the threat from ISIL, the critique of Hansen will not be 
taken into our further analysis. To sum up, we acknowledge the theoretical gaps but hold on to the CPS 
theory due to its applicability. 
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